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Panama: Summary Of Events &amp; Statements, Feb. 25march 1
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, March 2, 1988
[In a nationally televised announcement on Feb. 25, Panamanian President Eric Arturo Delvalle
said that he had ordered Defense Forces commander in chief Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega to
step down. Noriega ignored the order, and during an emergency session (convened shortly after
midnight), a majority of National Assembly members voted to depose Delvalle. Noriega reportedly
chose Education Minister Manuel Solis Palma as Delvalle's replacement. Solis Palma was endorsed
by the Assembly.] Feb. 25: In an evening communique, Venezuelan President Jaime Lusinchi
expressed his support for "all efforts aimed at fortifying the Panamanian democratic process."
He said the Panamanian military "properly owes respect to the civilian authorities by mandate
of the Constitution." Salvadoran President Jose Napoleon Duarte said, "We repudiate any coup
attempt that Noriega may try to undertake." Feb. 26: Business and commerce activities were normal
throughout Panama. Opposition leaders met to consider plans for possible protests to be staged
in the following week. Anti-Noriega demonstrators who began to gather on the evening of Feb. 25
were dispersed by riot police and troops were posted on Friday in areas where there have been
confrontations in the past. A column of Noriega backers, some shouting anti-US slogans, drove
through several parts of the capital at midday. Supermarkets and other shops selling staple goods
were especially busy, apparently the result of rumors that a national strike may begin on Feb. 29.
Ending a three-day meeting in Cartagena, Columbia, seven Latin American foreign ministers
announced Panama's suspension from the Group of Eight on political and economic issues because
participation requires "the clear effectiveness of democratic institutions in member states." The
ministers of Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela said the suspension
would remain in effect "until a new evaluation of the circumstances." A date for this evaluation
was not defined. The Argentine government issued a communique expressing its "solidarity"
with Delvalle. The statement said Argentina "views with the gravest concern the alteration of
the constitutional order in this brother country." Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega described
Delvalle's action as "an attack by the US against the spirit of safeguarding the sovereignty of
Panama." In a statement issued after Delvalle announced Noriega's dismissal, Ortega said, "In
the face of the threats, blackmail and danger of intervention of US troops, the people of Panama
can count on the militant and combative solidarity of the Nicaraguan people." At the Washington
headquarters of the Organization of American States (OAS), a move to call an emergency session
of the permanent council to discuss the Panamanian situation was blocked by Ambassador Juan
Alberte Llanes of Paraguay. An informal OAS meeting on the Panama crisis ended in disarray when
two Panamanians both claimed to represent their country. Lawrence Chewning Febrega, who earlier
resigned as deputy head of the delegation and was named Ambassador by Delvalle on Feb. 25,
challenged the right of the incumbent, Roberto Leyton, to represent Panama. State Department
spokesperson Phyllis Oakley said the Reagan administration had extended its "unqualified support
for civilian constitutional rule in Panama." She praised Delvalle for his "great courage" in trying
to dismiss Noriega. An unnamed State Department official told the New York Times (02/27/88)
that when Delvalle detailed his intentions to Asst. Secretary of State Elliott Abrams during a
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meeting in Miami the previous week, Abrams encouraged him, saying that the US would publicly
support him and would push other Latin American governments to do the same. An unnamed
Pentagon spokesperson told the Times (02/27/88) that Panamanian harassment of US soldiers,
civilian employees or any of their dependents numbering about 17,000 would be a violation of the
treaty between Panama and the US. Under the 1979 agreement, the US is responsible for operating
and defending the Panama Canal until the end of 1999, when it is to be turned over to Panama.
About 15% of US imports pass through the canal. Government officials closed down the two major
universities in Panama City. Statements by leaders of the Panama's largest labor confederation,
CONATO, indicated that members have demanded from Solis Palma the full reestablishment of
"Torrijismo." In an evening interview with a Colombian radio station, Delvalle said he planned
to appeal to the Supreme Court to confirm him as president. Feb. 27: Military officers arrived
at Delvalle's home early on Saturday, apparently to take him into custody. They discovered
that Delvalle had left the premises during the night. His whereabouts were unknown, but he
was believed to be in hiding in or near the capital. Relatives of Delvalle and his Vice President,
Roderick Esquivel, took refuge in the residence of the US Ambassador Arthur Davis. The promilitary newspaper Critica blamed Panama's difficulties on "internal and external sedition." It also
published a front page photograph of US Ambassador Davis under the headline "Davis, Get Your
Hands Off Panama." Delvalle's brother-in-law, Raul Diaz, told AFP that information received by
Sen. Edward Kennedy on the former president's intention to travel to the US was false. Next, he
said he could not confirm nor deny rumors that Delvalle had taken up residence at the US Embassy.
Opposition sources had earlier reported that Delvalle planned to travel to Washington to participate
in an OAS meeting called to examine the Panamanian situation. According to spokespersons for
the Panamanian Defense Forces, the military would like to see Delvalle leave the country. They
said Col. Guillermo Wong visited Delvalle's residence to persuade him to voluntarily leave the
country, but the colonel discovered that Delvalle had decided instead to go into hiding in Panama.
Delvalle's relatives, including his wife, said that Gen. Noriega himself had ordered the troops to
detain Delvalle after the latter called on Panamanians late on Feb. 26 to organize an indefinite
general strike in an effort to depose Noriega. At an emergency OAS general assembly meeting,
the diplomats did not recognize Delvalle. Next, the 31-member nation organization could not
reach agreement on which of the two diplomats asserting they were the country's delegate was
the legitimate representative of Panama. After several hours of private discussion, Noriega's
representative, Roberto Leyton, was allowed to take Panama's seat. Chewning Febrega was forced
to sit among the spectators. US representative at the OAS, Richard T. McCormack, described the
removal of Delvalle as "a charade" and asked members to support him as the legitimate head
of state. He told the other delegates that what they decided "could have a strong bearing on the
decisions of other generals as they decide whether or not to let democracies survive." Panama's
OAS Ambassador Leyton told AFP that the extraordinary session of the permanent council (on Feb.
26) was requested by the Salvadoran government. Leyton said El Salvador has no right to call a
session to discuss Panama's internal affairs. According to the AFP, the prevailing sentiment among
OAS diplomats was that they had no choice but to recognize Leyton in view of the fact that the
government of Solis Palma controls Panama and its institutions. In a statement issued in Panama
City, CONATO said it approved the change in presidency, but warned that this change must also
encompass acceptable labor policies and government action to involve all social sectors in decisionmaking. The CONATO statement said that the confederation intends to frustrate "oligarchs and
imperialist forces" attempting to increase economic dependence, impose monetarist reforms,
and install a docile government to follow the dictates of the US and renegotiate the Torrijos©2011 The University of New Mexico,
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All rights reserved.
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Carter treaty. CONATO leaders said they had refused to participate in the national strike called
by Delvalle. A two-day national strike planned by the confederation for the second week in March
would likely go ahead as planned, they said. The Cuban Foreign Ministry issued a communique
expressing solidarity with the people of Panama, and called for an end to US interventionism in
Panama. The major cause of Panama's turmoil, said the communique, is Washington's desire
to prolong the US military presence in the Canal Zone beyond the year 2000. Panama's Roman
Catholic bishops issued a statement calling on the government to respect the Constitution and
guarantee civil rights, including freedom of the press. Opposition newspapers and television and
radio stations remained shut. Reagan administration officials said the US has little leverage to force
Noriega from power. The State Department began a series of diplomatic consultations with Latin
American governments to urge them to support Delvalle as the legitimate constitutional leader and
to make their views known to Panama. Several US ambassadors in Latin America took messages
to foreign ministries on Feb. 26, while State officials and the US delegation to the OAS were in
contact with Latin American Ambassadors in Washington. Asst. Secretary of State Elliott Abrams
met with Ambassador Juan Sosa of Panama, who had come out in support of Delvalle, to review
developments. The US considers Sosa the legitimate Ambassador, despite his dismissal by Noriega
on Feb. 26. Washington continues to receive high-level assurances from Panama that US troops and
their families are safe. US officials continue to say the US has no intention of intervening militarily
in Panama. Feb. 28: Peruvian President Alan Garcia said that the Panamanian people should be
left alone to select their own president and system of government in their own good time. Next,
he said that all Latin Americans must challenge the actions of the Panamanian military: "We must
speak of solidarity...If we remain silent, we will then be in complicity with those who regularly
violate democracy." In an allusion to the US, Garcia stated that all great powers should refrain
from intervening in Panama. He then called on the US to return the Canal to Panama. Garcia also
announced the return of Peru's Ambassador in Panama for "consultations." Reagan adminsitration
officials told the Times that Reagan will not impose maximum economic sanctions against Panama
when he declares March 1 that Panama and other nations have failed to take adequate steps to
control the drug trade. Under a 1986 anti-drug law, Reagan is required to certify by March 1 whether
countries where major drug trafficking occurs are "fully cooperating" in combating the same.
During the weekend, Reagan signed the order to "decertify" Panama and several other countries for
failing to take adequate steps to control drug trafficking. Under the law, the US must vote against
all new loans to decertified countries by international development banks such as the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund. In the Panamanian case, this means to continue economic
and military sanctions imposed last year. The law also gives the president discretionary power
to impose other sanctions, including prohibition of airline flights between the US and Panama,
the loss of preferential tariff treatment, and a 50% tax on all Panamanian imports. The Reagan
administration reportedly decided to refrain from imposing these discretionary sanctions. Many
Republican and Democrat congresspersons have insisted that the Reagan administration consider
an economic embargo of Panama to facilitate Noriega's ouster. On the NBC news program, "Meet
the Press," Sen. Sam Nunn (D-Ga.) said, "Our economic leverage, if we have cooperation from
the other regional states, I think can do an awful lot to bring about democracy" in Panama. In
an interview on the ABC news program "This Week," Sen. David L. Boren (D-Okla.) noted that
60% of all Panamanian exports come to the US, adding that a trade embargo should be seriously
considered. He said, "So if you want to have a real impact right now, I think it's economic leverage
that we should consider, and I think that might indeed help move General Noriega out of office."
Feb. 29: In his first public appearance since being sworn in as president early Friday, Solis Palma
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said the national strike organized by the opposition Civic Crusade had little effect on Panama's daily
routine. In a brief interview, he said the capital was "at least 60% functioning, including all of the
public transportation system." Strike supporters claimed that about two-thirds of all businesses
and shops had closed, and predicted that the strike movement would accelerate once workers
picked up their paychecks, payable on Monday. President of the Democratic Revolutionary Party,
Romulo Escobar Bethancourt said, "This is a bosses' strike, and they are going to have to pay the
workers whether they open or not...This strike is a failure because they have no popular support."
Bus and taxi drivers, according to the New York Times (03/01/88), said they wanted to join the
strike, but they had been told by the police that their driver's licenses would be revoked, and their
outstanding loans called in if they did so. Owners of small shops, many of whom are recent Chinese,
Indian, Israeli and Korean immigrants, said they had been warned their alien resident papers would
be revoked if they shut their doors. Police arrested Aurelio Barria, president of the Chamber of
Commerce and one of the leaders of the Civic Crusade. He was arrested as he tried to enter his
office, which was shut by the military on Feb. 25. When asked why Barria had been roughed up and
taken into custody, police chief Leonidas Macias said, "Because he is a buffoon." Military officials
said they had no idea where Delvalle was. They also denied statements by the president's family
that he was being sought by the authorities for deportation. Delvalle supporters said he had issued
orders from hiding intended to create a cash flow crisis for the government. He reportedly called for
a boycott of all payments to the government, in particular, from Panamanian embassies throughout
the world to refuse to send shipping fees. The embassies collect their fees that shipping companies
pay to have their vessels registered in Panama and fly the Panamanian flag. Gabriel Lewis Galindo,
former Ambassador to Washington who is serving as Delvalle's spokesman in Washington, said
that more than 11,000 vessels are registered in Panama and that together they pay millions of dollars
annually to the Panamanian treasury. Lewis said he spoke by telephone with Delvalle on Monday.
Delvalle has also asked Panamanian citizens to withhold payments from the government. Lewis
said Panamanian consular officials in Hamburg, London and New York remain loyal to Delvalle
and have agreed to withhold fees. The World Bank recently canceled a $50 million portion of a loan
to Panama, saying that the government had failed was in arrears on repayment of previous loans,
and that it had refused to meet the bank's conditions. In Jackson, Miss., Republican presidential
candidate Sen. Robert Dole introduced the Panamanian crisis in his campaign in an attempt to use
it against Vice President George Bush and his appointed role in charge of anti-narcotics efforts.
Dole said the administration was sending "mixed signals" to the Panamanian government, and
that the US should reevaluate the canal treaty if the situation in Panama deteriorates. Dole said,
"Even under the treaty, we have a right after the year 2,000 to exercise some protection over that
canal. We may not want to turn it over to Panama if they're going on in this state." Dole implied
that Bush had failed to take Noriega and his government's drug trafficking seriously. March 1:
Panama's Civic Crusade announced its decision to continue the national strike which began on
Feb. 29. President of the Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture, Aurelio Barria, detained
briefly on Monday, expressed his hope that the shop owners who opened on Monday would join
the strike on Tuesday. The strike was organized by the Civic Crusade, a coalition of business
and professional organizations, and the Panamanian Industrial Union, representing about 500
businesses. CONATO, the Panamanian bank employees union, the national federation of public
servants, and other unions reiterated their refusal to participate in the strike. The real objective of
the strike, they said, was to support the March 1: With Reagan administration support, Noriega
opponents announced a campaign of economic warfare intended to precipitate a cash flow crisis for
Panama. Officials said the US action opens the way for the Panama Canal Commission to withhold
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a $7 million payment due to Panama next month. The payment is part of the estimated $80 million
in canal revenues for the Panamanian government in 1988. Sen. Alfonse M. D'Amato (R-NY) said
that the canal commission should not pay any funds to Panama "until Delvalle tells us to do so and
tells us where to pay the money." Heavily armed paramilitary personnel attacked Radio Mundial,
closed the station down, and seized Carlos Ivan Zuniga (presidential candidate of the Popular
Action Party in 1984) and 11 others. The politician was found late Tuesday in a slum neighborhood
where he, his son and a nephew had been thrown from a car. With the exception of two of Zuniga's
political associates, the remaining persons captured in the attack were also released. The 11 were
beaten in the fracas at the station. The station is owned by Zuniga's son, and was regarded as the
last critical voice remaining open. In an effort to prevent the plain-clothesmen from taking Zuniga,
neighborhood residents came out of their homes to pelt the men with stones and garbage and to
erect barricades in the street. Two vans vans carrying uniformed police arrived on the scene and the
police began firing shotguns and tear gas at the residents. Organizers of the strike described it as
close to 90% effective in the capital area, where half of Panama's 2.2 million people live. They said
the action would continue on March 2, but would not go on indefinitely. (Basic data from various
reports, AFP, AP, New York Times, Prensa Latina)

-- End --
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